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Twentieth-Century Illustrators’ Interpretations of the Works
of Rabelais

Margaret Harp
University of Nevada, Las Vegas
Gustave Doré's mid-nineteenth-century illustrations of François Rabelais's
oeuvre have become as well-known as the text itself: their fanciful details
capture the literally larger-than-life personality of the French sixteenth-century
humanist's protaganist-giants, Pantagruel and Gargantua. Equally intrigued by
the thematic complexity and imaginative narrative of this Renaissance
masterpiece, subsequent artists and illustrators of Rabelais continue to create
new and unexpected artistic representations. This paper presents the
illustrations of a lesser-known twentieth-century French wood engraver, Jean
Chièze. His notable contributions to a 1935 commemorative edition of
Pantagruel simultaneously highlight the medieval woodcut, emphasize the
playful tone of Rabelais's narrative and allude to contemporary twentiethcentury events. Chièze's creative uses of compositional design as well as his
unique selection of illustrated scenes reveal him to be an accomplished reader
of Rabelais. His resultant illustrations help us to be better readers, as well.

The imaginative narrative works of the French sixteenth-century
humanist François Rabelais have lent themselves to multiple
illustrated complete editions since the seventeenth century. The
exhaustive, and arguably definitive, series of detailed and fanciful
illustrations created by Gustave Doré in the mid-nineteenth century
for all five of Rabelais’s chronicles seems only to have inspired
subsequent artists and illustrators (Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1

Early twentieth-century illustrated editions of Rabelais
offer a variety of lithographs, etchings and woodblock prints.
Some of these illustrations adhere closely to Doré’s own
compositional and thematic aesthetics while others, in their spare
graphics and dark tones, reflect their artists’ embrace of the cubist
and non-representational aesthetics of the time.
Here I am highlighting a celebrated 1935 edition of
Pantagruel, the first of Rabelais’s four complete volumes
recounting the adventures of the enlightened, albeit ribald, father
and son royal giants. Illustrated with primitive-style woodblock
prints designed by Jean Chièze (1898-1975), the volume is a
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republication of the edition princeps or, first edition, of
Pantagruel, published in 1532 by Claude Nourry in Lyon (Fig. 2).

Fig. 2
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Throughout his lifetime Chièze was the sole illustrator of
130 classical and modern, principally French, masterpieces. He
collaborated on 100 others. Woodblock prints, the original
illustrative medium of the Middle Ages, were his specialty and he
created over 2000 of them. His first prints were published in 1926
and so this 1935 volume appeared relatively early in his career.
Like all good illustrators, Chièze was an astute reader of his
author, and one who could reflect simultaneously his own era’s
sensibilities. This republication, in recognition of the four
hundredth anniversary of the book was, in its time, a most
scholarly volume. The French language was not modernized to
facilitate reading, and its archaic grammar and spelling appears in
the original typeface chosen by Nourry. Two of the more eminent
Rabelaisian scholars of the twentieth century collaborated in its
creation: Robert Marichal annotated the text while Abel Lefranc
provided a comprehensive introduction.
It is apparent that this 1935 edition, published in Lyon
under the auspices of the civil hospital, 1 is honoring not only
Rabelais, but also the city of Lyon itself. The title page specifies
the author, François Rabelais as “Medecin de l’Hospital du Pont
du Rosne.” Twentieth-century readers needed no introduction of
Rabelais as humanist or writer. They might, however, have
forgotten Rabelais’s education in Lyon and his subsequent medical
reknown, and this is the connection the publishers wanted to
establish. The original 1532 title page makes no reference to
Rabelais (Fig. 3). While Lyon’s intellectual climate allowed for
controversial writings, Rabelais, first a Franciscan, then a
Benedictine monk, would have faced condemnation had he
acknowledged publicly his authorship of this outlandish narrative,
written in the vernacular, emphasized that of the narrator, the late
M. Alcofribas Nasier—an anagram of Francois Rabelais—and
described as an Abstracteur de Quinte Essence.
1

Rabelais, François Rabelais, Pantagruel, ed. Robert Marichal, intro.
Abel Lefranc, and ill. Jean Chièze (Lyon: Association générale de l'internat et
conseil d'administration des hospices civils, 1935).
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Fig. 3
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The 1935 edition highlights Rabelais in both title pages
(Fig. 2 above and Fig. 4).

Fig. 4

114

Margaret Harp

Rabelais has become one of Lyon’s most celebrated citizens,
gaining prominence for his medical breakthroughs, particularly his
study of autopsies, as well as for his writing. Chièze’s frontispiece
portrait highlights the humanist’s medical expertise (Fig. 5).

Fig. 5

It shows Rabelais carefully measuring a skull with calipers, his left
arm resting on a pile of papers. Here, he has the scholarly bearing
seen in most early editions, indifferent to the spectacular view of
Lyon before him. He is no longer Doré’s man of the people or
hearty bonvivant but first and foremost a scholar, seemingly
separated from the society, aspects of which his chronicle vividly
exaggerates. Chièze’s frontispiece is, to my knowledge, the last
original portrait of Rabelais made for a twentieth-century edition
of his works. Lefranc, too, presents Lyon as leitmotif in his
introduction with his overview highlighting the importance of the
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city to the composition of Pantagruel, Lyonnaise life in 1532 and
the publisher Nourry. Chièze, himself from the Lyon region of
France, has given the volume a marked Lyonnais character, given
the edition’s provenance. Chièze conducted considerable research
into extant sculptures, tympanums, and capitals found throughout
Lyon in order to have models for small, decorative, non-narrative
illustrations (Chièze 203). These twenty-two images represent
architectural features dating from Rabelais’s time.
More
significantly, each underscores an aspect of the narrative in which
they appear. For instance, the bear image (Fig. 6), based on an
engraved stone found in Lyon’s central Place Saint-Paul,
reinforces the Noah’s Ark motif of multiple animals discussed at
the end of the introductory chapter. This passage gives
Pantagruel’s lineage all the way back to the giant Hurtaly, who,
because he was too large to fit into Noah’s ark, instead steadied the
ark with his foot and thus saved the human race.
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Fig. 6

Chièze created 23 rectangular illustrations, usually as
chapter introductions, and then 14 full-page illustrations. They are
dark in tone but certainly not in mood. In general, they show
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either laughing or humorous characters, and this but reflects the
overall theme of Pantagruel: a series of alternately silly and witty
jokes based on popular puns, physical humor and, most
significantly, intentionally misrepresented erudite and biblical
allusions. Unlike Rabelais’s chronicle Gargantua which appeared
two years later, Pantagruel is less pointedly satirical—it was
composed when humanist verbal play and experimentation were in
full swing in Lyon, if not Paris, before the inevitable restrictions
brought about by the royal censors. Chièze’s full-page portrait of
Pantagruel (Fig. 7) shows a smiling but not jocular prince.

Fig. 7

He has a reflective and noble expression while raising a glass of
wine, right in the vineyard. Unlike any other illustrator’s portrait
of Pantagruel, Chièze features a salt-cellar, an evocation of the

118

Margaret Harp

original medieval goblin, Pantagruel, who inspired thirst in
unsuspecting victims by sprinkling salt on them. Simultaneously
and on a more subtle level, the salt underscores the inherently
Christian nature of Rabelais’s principal character; Pantagruel
incarnates the “salt of the earth” as Jesus called his faithful
listeners in his Sermon on the Mount. He is far from the “savorless
salt” that is “good for nothing but to be cast out, and to be trodden
under foot of men (Matthew 5:13). Throughout the narrative
Pantagruel functions much as salt: by his forthright speech and
actions he purifies, heals and seasons the myriad collection of
buffoons, hypocrites and jokesters whom he encounters.
Chièze favors rectangular-shaped illustrations to open each
chapter. As exemplified in figure 8, these illustrations, without
exception, are rich in imagery given their small page surface.
Literarily, chapter 8 is particularly celebrated because of its
humanist manifesto. Chièze’s illustration not only depicts the
principal action of the chapter but also captures the psychological
drama between the two protagonists—the father Gargantua writes
a letter to his son Pantagruel, urging him to take full advantage of
his studies in Paris. He is to become an “abyss of knowledge” so
that he might one day be a wise and just ruler. Gargantua warns,
however, that no amount of knowledge will help if Pantagruel does
not put all his love, thoughts and hopes toward God.
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Fig. 8

With the illustration’s double image, Chièze has depicted
the reader’s torn attention between Gargantua’s ambitious
pedagogical outline and the fun-loving Pantagruel’s reaction to it.
After all, Gargantua expects, among other things, that Pantagruel
know perfectly Greek, Hebrew and Latin while recognizing all
plants, animals and geographical features. Pantagruel does not
appear alarmed at the pedagogical regime. Like his father,
Pantagruel has a noble air although he appears to have a faint
smile. Rather than a quill, he fingers a tankard and appears to be
nowhere near books, tutors or a writing desk. One could argue that
this composition offers a cubist refusal of temporality. The reader
views simultaneously the letter written by its sender and read by its
recipient. More importantly, this extra-temporal design hearkens
back to medieval triptychs that show multiple facets of an action.
While idealistic and elevated in tone and language, chapter
8 is ambiguous on a narrative level and Chièze captures that
ambiguity with his juxtaposed images of the father and son.
Rabelais concludes the chapter with a description of Pantagruel
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being so touched and inspired by his father that his subsequent
enthusiastic and rigorous studies revealed “a soul afire.”
However, Gargantua’s last admonishment is that
Pantagruel avoid the company of all those whom he does not want
to resemble. Two paragraphs later, at the beginning of Chapter 9,
Pantagruel does just the opposite—we still have the concrete
image of Pantagruel with tankard in hand rather than with his head
in the books. He encounters a bedraggled vagrant and immediately
decides that despite appearances, this young man is of noble
stature and will be a true friend for life. The friend turns out to be
Panurge and as his name’s meaning—multiple urges—suggests, is
more subject to his emotions than his reason. Chièze’s version of
Pantagruel’s first view of Panurge (Fig. 9) shows the unremarkable
Panurge at a distance, further underscoring Pantagruel’s
inexplicable attraction to him. In contrast, the perspective also
emphasizes Pantagruel’s gigantic stature.

Fig. 9

Throughout Rabelais’s chronicles Panurge proves himself
to be the quintessential trickster, blackguard, coward, drunk and
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liar. Chièze’s full-page portrait (Fig. 10) portrays him with a
literal bag of tricks.

Fig 10

About all Gargantua could possible approve of is Panurge’s
quick-wittedness. Figure 11, placed at the beginning of Chapter
14, depicts Panurge battling wits—and gestures—with a pompous
English cleric. Pantagruel appears in the distant background, a sort
of mediator between the two fools. In placing Panurge rather than
Pantagruel in the foreground Chièze offers a parallel to Rabelais’s
narrative. Nine sequential chapters tell of Panurge’s often
unsavory escapades while Pantagruel observes but never
participates.
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Fig. 11

On the narrative level, numerous Chièze compositions are
remarkable. He is the first illustrator of Rabelais to choose to
depict an admittedly obscene passage described in the middle of
the book, Chapter 15 (Fig. 12). During a stroll through Paris,
Panurge notes that the city’s original military ramparts, dating
from the time of King Philip II, are shamefully dilapidated given
the stature of the city. Pantagruel, in true humanist fashion,
counters that the strength of the city lies in its citizens and that,
regardless, the cost of a wall surrounding the city would be
prohibitive. Panurge, announcing that women come cheaper that
stones, speculates that a virtually impenetrable wall would be made
of women’s genitalia. It is possible that all previous illustrators
pointedly avoided this clearly vulgar imagery. An equally likely
reason, however, is that Panurge’s imagery is but conjectural,
occurring in a dizzily fast repartee between the pun-loving giant
and the reprobate. Nonetheless, Chièze chose to depict Panurge’s
fanciful architecture.
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Fig. 12

And yet the illustration itself is not overtly obscene. It is
found on the chapter’s opening page when the reader is still
unaware of Panurge’s joke, it is quite difficult to discern the wall’s
construction. What we focus on instead, as it is likely Rabelais
intended for the reader of the corresponding text, is Panurge
himself as a jokester, front and center who smugly presents his
“wall” to the delighted and laughing Pantagruel. Chièze does not
intend to shock readers of this anniversary edition with graphic
scenes. Indeed, if anything, he downplays other vulgar scenes that
Doré highlights. For instance, after a snooty Parisian lady rejects
his amorous advances, Panurge incites an enormous pack of dogs
to surround her and mark her, leaving her foul-smelling and in
tatters. Chièze chooses to emphasize the prelude to this frankly
troubling and misogynist scene.
Here Panurge woos the
anonymous lady as she reads her prayer book. (Fig. 13) Panurge’s
leering smile aside, the print could just as easily represent one of
Chrétien de Troyes’ courtly romances.
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Fig. 13

Why then, did Chièze choose to depict the organic wall but
not the pack of dogs? A partial response lies in the fact that he
wanted his illustrations to go beyond the mere episodic. And,
much like the emblematics of the previously discussed salt cellar
image, the “living wall” recalls a biblical call to arms. Peter’s
admonishes his fellow apostles and followers to “Be you
yourselves as living stones, built thereon into a spiritual house, a
holy priesthood . . .” (1 Peter 2:5). This allusion is admittedly
tenuous and yet it typifies Rabelais’s preoccupation with layered
and conflicting themes in multiple passages.
Pantagruel has often been considered a mock epic and, as
such, features the young giant facing a first time battle with the
ominous Dipsodes led by the King Anarche. This ruthless and
brutish enemy had invaded Pantagruel’s kingdom and he is obliged
to defend it. Here Pantagruel faces his monster-like enemy, who
for audiences of the 1930s would immediately recognize the
Kaiser’s World War I army helmet (Fig 14).
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Fig. 14

For contemporary European readers, this episode’s battle
scenes would have projected marked relevance, given the growing
albeit nascent threat of war from the Third Reich in 1935 (Fig. 15).
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Fig. 15

Chièze is also unique among illustrators in his manner of
presenting Rabelais’s narrator, Alcofribas. As the chronicle
continues, Rabelais uses his first-person narration more
prominently as Alcofribas becomes a fellow companion to
Pantagruel. And so, Chièze features him as well. On the final
page, Alcofribas is literally inserted in the text, suffering from a
throbbing headache after having had too much of “September’s
puree” as he calls the wine in his tankard. (Fig. 16) In short, it is
but a hangover that puts an end to the chronicle as Pantagruel’s
countless adventures could easily keep him writing perpetually.
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Figure 16

While underscoring the profound humor of the work,
Chièze is among the best illustrators to capture the sheer whimsy
ever present in the Pantagruel chronicle. For example, the
previously mentioned humorous shapes and figures representative
of architectural features found in Lyon establish a medieval
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presence in the text. Frequently found at the end of a chapter, they
conclude fittingly the light-hearted episodes.
Interestingly, another remarkable illustrated edition of
Pantagruel appeared not long after Chièze’s. Commissioned by
the Swiss publishing house Skira in the late nineteen-thirties, it is a
livre d’art, or artistic and non-critical, edition.2 Skira chose as its
illustrator the well-known artist André Dérain, a landscape and
portrait painter, in the expressionist and cubist tradition. Like
Chièze, Dérain was a frequent literary illustrator and tellingly, his
first illustration was for Le Rire and Le Sourire in 1902, a time
when he, along with Henri Matisse, were just beginning to
demonstrate their fauvist aesthetics. Throughout his career Dérain
illustrated multiple important and diverse literary works including
those of Ovid, Oscar Wilde, Saint-Exupéry and La Fontaine, as
well as stage designs for plays by Claudel and operas by Rossini.3
The resultant 150 colored woodblock prints, published in
1943, capture the “spontaneity and whimsicality” shared by both
author and illustrator.4 Their bright colors are reminiscent of those
used at the beginning of his career in his works displayed in the
famous 1905 Fauve Paris exhibition. Dérain’s view of the Parisian
lady victimized by Panurge in chapter 21 is, like that of Chièze,
unexpected (Fig. 17). As in most of the other prints, the characters
fill up the entire plate and are devoid of any narrative context or
backdrop. She is happy and almost clown-like, just as the
beginning of the episode suggests. Yet, her wide-eyed look evokes
the surprise and horror awaiting her and which is the focal point of
the episode. These bright prints belie the extremely hostile
conditions under which they were made. Dérain began the
illustrations at a time when his house was requisitioned by the
2

Rabelais, François Rabelais, Pantagruel, ed. Georges Girard, and ill.
André Dérain (Paris: Skira, 1943)
.
3
Denys Sutton, André Derain. (London: Phaidon Press, 1959), 139-41.
4

Sutton, 47.
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Nazis. Because of his association with certain Jewish artists, he
received daily visits from Gestapo officers.5 The cartoon-like
episode in which Pantagruel dispatches handily the buffoonish
General Loup Garou and his army of Dipsodes would be both a
satisfying caricature of the contemporary war but also an absurd
understatement of its brutality.

Fig. 17

Illustrations are intended to supplement, not replace or
subvert its companion text. So where do these two selective and at
times minimalist illustrative approaches lead to readings of
Rabelais in the past century? If anything, modern literary criticism
has become more exhaustive of the works of Rabelais, revealing
the complexities and ambiguities of his work. While Doré’s
illustrations were documentary and episodic in nature, those of
Chièze and Dérain were, by and large, accurately emphasizing the
archetypal personalities of the principal characters. Rather than
5

Jane Lee, Derain (Oxford: Phaidon Press, 1990), 84-5.
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trying to represent all of Rabelais’s writings, the illustrators
preferred to focus on individual books and, at times, to underscore
their continuing moral and thematic relevance. I would argue that
Chièze, in both his choice of subject matter and his medieval-style
medium, best captures both the humor and the wisdom of this
literary masterpiece. The styles of Doré, Chièze and Dérain alike
enrich readers’ comprehension of a profound oeuvre and, when
viewed together, parallel the contrasting literary interpretations it
continues to provoke.
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